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The Background Investigation

Seriousl

y

We want to 

know 

everything. 

Seriously. 



The Path to Presidential Appointments



The Path to Presidential Appointments



August 21, 2006



Behind the Yellow Tape 



NTSB Response Operations Center



Determining the 

level of response



Different Types of NTSB Investigations

Regional Investigation



Different Types of NTSB Investigations

Go-Team Investigation



“Plant the Flag” Media Briefing 



The Launch



Enroute



Arrival on Scene



Boots on the Ground

• Powerplants

• Structures

• Systems

• Operations

• Human performance

• Survival factors

• Airworthiness

• ATC

• Transportation Disaster 

Assistance

• Meteorology

• Recorders



The Hunt for …



The “Black Boxes” 







Meeting with Elected Officials



Family Briefings



Media Briefings



Nightly 

Progress 

Meetings



In the past decade…

… what have I learned? 



First, a few things I haven’t 

learned. 

Always have clean 

clothes when on 

call !!





Insist on 

PROFESSIONAL DISCIPLINE

AND INTEGRITY 

in your operation.





Bedford, MA
May 2014



St. Louis, MO
September 2007

American Airlines flight 1400 



“I’m ambivalent right now. I got six 

months to go.” 

- Captain of AA 1400



“The casual atmosphere in 

the cockpit before takeoff 

affected and set a 

precedent for the pilots’ 

responses to the 

situations…, eroded the 

margins of safety provided 

by the standard operating 

procedures and checklists, 

and increased the risk to 

passengers and crew.” 



PSA AIRLINES (D.B.A. US Airways Express) 

January 2010



Who Statement / editorial comment

F/O oh we talked about you know we want fifteen 

acres.

Capt. [expletive].

F/O the house'll sit kind of in one of the front corners 

but back up off the road where it can't be seen.

Capt. yeah...that's— yeah.

F/O and we— she wants a road track built on the 

property.

Capt. aww man that'd be cool as [expletive].



Approximate location 

of  stopped aircraft. 



Gaithersburg, MD 
December 2014



Lexington, KY
August 2006



Time Who Statement / editorial comment

05:52.11 Capt. “I’m easy buddy.” 

05:56:14 Capt. “run the checklist at your leisure.” 

05:57:36 Capt. “Before starting, at your leisure.”

05:58:12 Capt. “Start engines, your leisure.”

05:59:42 Capt. “he said it’s okay to turn one at your leisure.” 

05:59:45 

to

06:01:47 

Crew engages in two minutes of non-pertinent 

conversation during engine start

06:03:12 Capt. “finish it up, your leisure.”

06:03:16 First officer initiates and captain participates in, 40 

seconds of nonpertinent conversation. 

06:05:15 F/O “churlieser [‘at your leisure’ spoken very fast], Comair 

one twenty one ready to go.”  



NTSB Finding

“The flight crew’s 

noncompliance with 

standard operating 

procedures… and both 

pilots’ nonpertinent

conversation, most likely 

created an atmosphere in 

the cockpit that enabled 

the crew’s errors.”



Intentional non-compliance leads 

to other problems

• LOSA data revealed that, compared to crews 

who followed SOPs, crewmembers who 

intentionally deviated from procedures:  

– averaged making 3 times more errors

– mismanaged more errors

– found themselves in more undesired aircraft 

situations



Pilot Flying  (PF) adherence to procedure
Other operational procedural

considerations
Pilot Not  Flying (PNF/PM) adherence to

procedure
Embedded piloting skills

Design improvement
Captain or instructor pilot exercise

of authority
Maintenance or inspection action

Approach path stability
ATC system performance
First officer’s cross-check

performance as non-flying pilot

Go-around decision

Runway hazards

Percentage of Accidents

2010 30 40Primary Factor 50 60

Each bar represents the percentage of 
hull-loss accidents that contained at 
least one instance of the listed 
prevention strategy.

138 Accidents 5,686 Fatalities

Hull-loss Accidents over 10 Year Period 

Source: Boeing study of accident prevention strategies

Accident Prevention Strategies
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“Learn from the 

mistakes of others. 

You won’t live long 

enough to make them 

all yourself.” 

Free Lesson




